Abstract
Background
It is has become widely accepted that the health and wellbeing of older people is a main priority for British society, especially with an increasing population of the over 50's (Age UK, 2011; Department of Health, 2001; Oliver, Foot and Humphries, 2014) . Health and wellbeing is much more than simply attending to physical illness with treatment. It has become widely recognised that social factors have a significant impact on health and a sense of wellbeing (Cooper et al., 2008; Langeland, and Wahl, 2009; World Health Organisation, 2002) .
Loneliness and low self-esteem as a result of isolation is a common problem amongst the older population (Cattan et al., 2005; Findlay, 2003) . A review of the literature concludes that physical and social activities are consistently associated with a positive effect on mood and increased self-worth (Biddle, Fox and Boucher, 2000; Cooper et al., 2008; Langeland, and Wahl, 2009 ). The health benefits are primarily psychosocial; making new friends, maintaining social networks and the stimulus of interacting with people from a variety of backgrounds is inevitably good for older people.
The World Health Organization recommends improved access to "non-medical sources of support through social prescribing/community referral" and includes engagements with arts activities in these recommendations (Friedli, 2009:41) .
Similarly, the Royal College of Psychiatrists (RCP) recommend "participation in arts, and developing creativity" in their "Case for action" for public mental health (2010, p.28) . Furthermore "community arts" (RCP, 2010, p.30) Recent evidence suggests that social approaches to the organisation and delivery of public health may have considerable potential for health improvement, particularly for those that are considered most disadvantaged in society. In particular, the evidence suggests that participation in art activities has the potential to make a major contribution to health, wellbeing and life skills (Royal Society of Public Health, 2013 ; the Chief Cultural and Leisure Officer's Association report, 2014). ). The participatory nature of the arts can develop trust, openness, honesty, cooperativeness, tolerance, and respect, which in turn helps to build and nurture social capital within communities (Putnam and Feldstein 2000) . This paper presents an evaluation of a community arts 3 programme for people over the age of fifty, demonstrating the positive outcomes that this type of initiative can have for older people.
A Community Arts Programme
This community arts programme was developed specifically for people over the age of fifty. Unlike many older people's projects, the programme sought to engage a broad range of older people including those who are newly retired, individuals who have lost partners due to bereavement, people living in rural locations, those recovering from health problems including mental health issues, as well as more vulnerable and 'elderly' individuals. This programme aimed to promote a positive view of ageing, to support independence and wellbeing and to challenge negative social perceptions of older people. Central to this programme were the recognitions of diversity within this age group and therefore opportunities to capture individual experiences and provide a voice for older people.
The programme was divided into eleven themes, each run as a series of ten workshops attended by 119 participants (females = 76, males = 43). The workshops included art forms in: broadcasting and social media, comedy, drama, environmental art, music composition, photography, poetry, radio script writing, singing, visual arts and writing for theatre. Each of the workshops were led by trained artists and supported by mentors and facilitators.
Methods
The evaluation aimed to explore participants' experiences of engaging with the arts programme through a series of focus group interviews. Focus groups attempt to understand the meaning participants ascribe to actions or beliefs (Bryman 2001) . In this study, nineteen participants agreed to take part in the focus groups conducted by the researchers. Questions focused upon i) participants' experiences of engaging with the programme, ii) reasons for attending the programme, iii) any noticeable changes since attending, iv) participants views of age and ageing and v) feelings and plans towards the future. Discussion amongst participants was encouraged to allow various avenues for discussion that the question alone may not have elicited. Focus groups can encourage participation from people who may be reluctant to be interviewed on their own or feel they have little to offer on the discussion topic (Kitzinger 1995).
Each focus group was digitally recorded with participants' consent, transcribed and analysed thematically. The transcripts were read and re-read and notes were made throughout the reading on general concepts contained within them.
The themes were validated within the research team.
Findings
Five interrelated themes emerged from the focus group interviews. These included i) age and ageing, ii) the finished product, iii) new opportunities, iv) aspirations and the future and v) personal benefits (table 1). 
Age and ageing
The entire programme was developed for people over the age of fifty and participants were aware of this and they gave frank opinions about their own sense of ageing; people recognised elements in loss of ability. There were also a number of comments regarding public attitudes to older people:: 
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Opportunity
It is evident from the findings that the programme provided opportunities to participants that would not have ordinarily existed. This programme of work was time-limited and funded from the public purse; as such, opportunities for older people to engage with arts activities are not always very accessible, especially for people in small towns or rural areas. Participants therefore valued the opportunities that were made available to them:
Without the people, I'd have never had the opportunity to make the film and that was great. But it was the other things that came along with it,
you know, the writing and the acting.
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.
..as you get older, you do things because you really, really want to do them, and the opportunities aren't always there for you.
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And it gives us the opportunity. As I say, I would really, really hope that other people would get the opportunity too because I'm sure it can help them, and, you know, improve their lives and their futures
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Aspirations and the future
Participants felt inspired by engaging with the programme. The courses stimulated people to think about the future and what they might be able to achieve. Obviously, only longitudinal research would be able to establish the long-term effects of engagement in the programme, nevertheless, participants were clearly stimulated, inspired and aspirational for the future: 
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The possibilities are limitless… [laughter]
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Personal benefits
The personal benefits have been multi-factorial to participants. There is an overwhelming sense that people thoroughly enjoyed their experiences of the courses provided. The artists have inspired them and given confidence to maintain their creative expression and to pursue the arts in some form or another. 
Discussion
Social isolation has been recognised as being a major issue, particularly for older people. Evidence suggests that social isolation has adverse effects upon health and wellbeing, although less evidence is available as to how this can be 11 overcome (Findlay, 2003) . Participants have greatly valued the programme, but also realise that funding for such work is time-restricted. There is a strong feeling that the programme has had a powerful effect on people's lives and they wish to see a more sustained programme of work in the future. It is important to note however that the success of the project was largely due to the temporary funding for the work.
For long-term health and social benefits, such programmes of work need to be commissioned into health and social care provision or at least supported within communities. This could be facilitated through social prescribing, personal budgets and direct payments. It is possible that similar activities may already exist amongst groups such as University of the Third Age, Women's Institute, arts courses running at local colleges and in local libraries and halls, Parish groups and so on.
